INTERVIEW

Jobs and Training for the Hard-core Unemployed:
Project Strive at 25

Interview by Gregory DeFreitas

The economic meltdown that began in 2008 destroyed the
economic security and job prospects of many millions. By mid-
year 2011, the average national unemployment rate remained
above nine percent, but it was 14.3% among adult high school
dropouts, nearly 22% among white teenagers and 40% for black
teens. With jobs so scarce for the young and less educated, the
challenge of making them employable has never been more
daunting. This year marks the 25th anniversary of STRIVE, one
of the country’s best-known nonprofit job training and placement
programs for the urban poor and unemployed. Though it launched
its first service programs in East Harlem in 1986, STRIVE began
drawing national attention a decade later when the 1996 welfare
reform law sharply cut the amount and duration of benefits for the
poor and unemployed. As millions tried to navigate the welfare-to-
work transition, the distinctive STRIVE approach to welfare-to-
work was featured in a popular episode of the CBS news program
“60 Minutes.” It showcased the confrontational style of instructors,
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said, “I’m going to give you a shot because | like you.” That’s
relevant to STRIVE’s training, which I’ll segue back to. The job
was working with youth that were on probation and tutoring them
for their GED. It was my first real job.

At that same time that | was in Daytop’s re-entry process, the
College of New Rochelle started a satellite school for individuals
who worked in New York City government and wanted a degree to
move up in their particular occupation. | transferred the credits |
had from Staten Island Community College into New Rochelle.
When | got my bachelor’s degree in 1979, | was 27, and living with
my current wife, in an apartment in the Bronx. | remember that
when the degree came in the mail, | looked at it and said, “Wow,
I’m a college graduate. | don’t have to fall again.” Meaning getting
into drugs again. | remember it being a real shot in the arm. |
worked at Court Employment for a year or two, and then went to
work as a youth counselor at Kings County Hospital. They youth
would get counseling and classes towards their high school
diploma. I wanted to stay in the social work profession, but wanted
to be one step removed from direct client involvement as it was
kind of painful on a personal level. | applied to Columbia
University’s School of Social Work, and was let in under academic
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[subsequently chief of youth jobs programs in the Clinton
Administration]. I’ve known him since we were in a drug program
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o T 5 : Can | just interject for a minute or two to talk
on the other, joB creation front? Historically, some employers have
been afraid to come into New York State because they don’t
believe New York State is a very friendly place to do business,
with the unions and all the other oversights. Agencies like Empire
State Development Agency, who are responsible for the
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people, at the end of the four weeks I’m not going to just terminate
people. So what we try to do is strategically make an allowance,
and also what we try to do is kind of push the envelope a little bit
on the hard skills side to see if we could kind of finagle or
strategically get the other five individuals in there, too. Of course,
all this is driven by cost, right? Because they have to kind of budget
this whole thing out. And those certification training courses cost
quite a bit of money per person.
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4. WeII in some respects it works that way, but once we get them
through, you know, one of the things we do in our messaging is we
tell every individual at the point of Core, at the point of orientation,
“We’re not guaranteeing you a job,” number one. And though our
employment specialists do a phenomenal job in developing those
relationships, we invest in $7,000-8,000 of training into you. What
are you going to do for you?

Because once you receive certification, there’s no reason for you
not to go out there and kind of wave that banner at different
construction sites. You’ve got to mobilize yourself. So, you know,
we also encourage what we call self-directed placement. And then
we have other tools that are helpful for employers to connect back
to us to kind of identify some resumes, and try to identify some
potential candidates in that way. So it’s not like we’re sitting with
a list. It’s a hustle on both ends, you know.
sen
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: Oh, yeah, hustling up that work every day. And then we also,
at the same time, push our participants to kind of do that search on
their own. And one of my employment specialists, what they do is
they instruct the graduates to bring ten job orders on their own as
a means of activity. But beyond the activity, that’s a means of
reality, because you never know what could come from that. So,
you know, we put exercises in place that are helpful to them. And
though they may take it as an exercise, some of it has come to
fruition, right? Some people have really walked away with jobs.
So, you know, you have to put in all kinds of strategies, but you also
have to also send a message that: (a) this is still a difficult economy,
(b) that, again, let me press the point that there’s no guarantee,
okay? You know, someone asked me, “How much effort are you
going to put into this?” I say, “50%. How much are you putting in?
The other 50, right?” So there’s 100%.
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4£: Andwe give them stipends and food money. You can’t learn if
you’re hungry.
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~ : Right, we pay them. We subcontract. For IT, we may go to Per
Scholas to train individuals in A+. For green construction, we use
Ando, Solar One. So, again, for each of those programs we may

use different providers.
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“The unemployed and those struggling to get an economic
foothold, particularly black and Latin men, haven’t so much lost
their love for Obama, but it’s waning. People are more concerned
with their realities, the day-to-day living. We still want to defend
the President, but most people don’t care about the politics. They
care about how they’re surviving. People are very upset about the
feeling that we’re being asked to sacrifice while the wealthy are
being held harmless on this.”
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4: Okay, Iet me start with thIS Heres where | think he blew it,
and it’s probably unrelated, but it’s germane. Remember when he
did his first State of the Union and that guy yelled out, “You lie!”
Had | been him, I would have not lost my cool. | would have
stopped my speech. I would have looked around the room and said,
“Who said that?” And they would say, “That guy right there.” And
I would have said, “Sergeant at arms, escort him out of here.” And
then | would have quietly said, “I know I’m new, but you will
respect the office,” and went on with my speech. That was a
different paradigm, right?

I think that Obama’s disposition is one that’s, say, non-

confrontational, and of community organizing, where you get
people around and you empower other people to come up with the
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